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covered a considerable period. It revealed the fact that
there was an average beggar population in Colombo of
1,200; that more than 100 dead beggars were picked up
off the streets every year, and that about five hundred
were carried to the hospitals, mostly in a moribund
condition. The beggar death-rate was nearly five hundred
per thousand, whereas the ordinary total death-rate was
in the neighbourhood of thirty-five per thousand. And
yet there was never any diminution in the total beggar
population, the gaps in the ranks being speedily filled up
by new arrivals.
The figures startled and thoroughly aroused the public,
and Government was urged by the Press to take immediate
action. It so happened that my wife and I were visiting
Colombo at that time, and our attention was called to the
matter by our Commanding Officer there.
Some of the papers suggested that the best agency for
dealing practically with the question would be The
Salvation Army, and that seeing that the leaders for India
and Ceylon were visiting the Island, it would be well for
the Ceylon Government and the Colombo Municipality
to consult them, and see whether some definite arrangement
could be arrived at. Some interesting negotiations of a
prolonged character ensued.
We suggested that it would probably be found on inquiry
that the beggars who really belonged to Colombo and were
properly chargeable to that city were few in number, and
could easily be handled by the Municipality without
incurring any serious burden. It was the wholesale and
unrestricted admission of beggars from all over the Island,
and even from India, that constituted the real costliness
of the scheme. If each city, district, and country could
be made to " consume its own smoke," and care for its
own beggar population, this difficulty would disappear.
Again we pointed out that while many of the beggars
were really sick and incapable, a large proportion would
be found to be vigorous and able-bodied, and should be
compelled to return to the ordinary channels of labour.
Even the sick could in many cases, by proper treatment
and suitable nourishment, be restored to health, and then
found employment.